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policy on GM crops, this will be the 
last nail in the coffin of the European 
Commission’s efforts to restore an 
EU-wide pro-GM stance. In recent 
months, decisions over GM licences 
have bounced back and forth 
between the commission and the 
meeting of the environment ministers 
of the member states. On March 
2nd, the ministers voted against the 
commission’s proposal to overturn 
the GM bans in Austria and Hungary, 
following up on previous failed 
attempts to bring France and Greece 
back in line. Austria’s environment 
minister Niki Berlakovic showed 
himself jubilant after the decision. 
“I am very happy and proud that 
we have prevailed. The fight was 
worthwhile, and I could convince a 
sufficient number of colleagues to 
vote for Austria’s GM-free cultivation. 
This is an incredible success for 
Austria, and it shows that, within 
the EU, individual interests can 
be accepted, if one has the better 
arguments,” he said. On the back 
of this perceived anti-GM success, 
Luxembourg joined the rebels last 
month and declared it would not 
permit planting of the GM maize.
Fellow GM rebel France is also 
in fighting spirits and set up a 
national council for genetically 
modified organisms in December. 
The membership is split halfway 
between scientists and lay people 
representing political and society 
interests, so the chair of the council 
will have the deciding vote if one half 
turns against the other. Finding the 
right person for this hot seat turned 
out to be a tricky problem but now 
the government appears to be set to 
appoint CNRS president Catherine 
Bréchignac, who has not taken sides 
in the debate so far. 
In February, the regulatory 
committee for GM crops at EU level 
failed to agree on an approval of 
two new maize breeds, passing this 
hot topic on to the environment 
ministers. Given the way the mood 
seems to be changing across 
Europe, the number of GM crops 
grown in the union may not be set to 
increase for a while, and Monsanto, 
as the one and only licensed 
purveyor of GM in the EU, may be 
fighting a losing battle. 
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page at www.michaelgross.co.ukThere’s no doubt many European 
states are delighted with their 
resistance to genetically modified 
crops but, amongst some senior 
European politicians, these actions 
are missing the point: future 
environmental and economic 
conditions may stretch conventional 
food production and GM technology 
could provide key support.
The British prime minister, Gordon 
Brown, is one of the latest European 
leaders to be reported to want to 
change the EU’s stance on GM crops. 
While officially neutral, he is keen to 
Frustration at the public resistance 
to GM crops in Europe is leading 
to campaigns to highlight future 
developments. Nigel Williams 
reports. 
The growing GM 
challengesee the scientific arguments for the 
potential in GM crops to be presented 
to the sceptical European public. 
And last year, leaked documents 
to the press suggested Jose 
Barroso, president of the European 
Commission, had sought ways to 
reverse the substantial opposition 
amongst European consumers  
to GM crops.
Brown has asked the UK’s chief 
scientific adviser, John Beddington, 
to lead a study on how to feed the 
world up to 2050 when the human 
population may be as high as nine 
billion.
It’s been more than a decade since 
biotech companies led by Monsanto 
began to transform agriculture by 
transferring genes from bacteria 
into crop plants or between different 
plants. This first generation of 
transgenics were mostly cash crops, 
such as herbicide-resistant soybeans 
and maize. Big farmers found them Shunned: GM maize not only resists pests but much of the European public seems to want to 
keep away too. (Photo: Chris Knapton/Alamy.) 
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The outcome of a meeting of the 
International Whaling Commission 
(IWC) in Rome last month has 
strengthened fears of a change of 
direction by the commission not 
only towards increased whaling 
but a weakening of the research 
and conservation activities to such 
an extent that the moratorium on 
commercial whaling, in place since 
1986, is threatened.
For several years, the IWC has been 
working on a detailed scientific plan 
known as the ‘revised management 
procedure’ to ensure all catch limits 
for any future whaling would be within 
sustainable limits calculated using 
available population data.
But in Rome, where about half of 
the 84-member countries attended the 
‘intersessional’ meeting between full 
meetings of the IWC, members agreed 
to sidestep the scientific process 
and authorise a Small Working Group 
of member countries to continue 
developing a package of proposals for 
the resumption of whaling relying on 
ad hoc catch limits set for five years 
at a time. This would grant Japan 
permission to hunt minke whales in its 
coastal waters in exchange for scaling 
back its ‘scientific’ whaling in the 
Southern Ocean.
Many nations opposed to whaling 
were outraged by these developments 
and frustrated by the lack of scientific 
data. At the Rome meeting, Australia’s 
environment minister, Peter Garrett, 
announced a new Southern Ocean 
Research Partnership to study whales 
in a non-lethal way.
“This is about building the world’s 
most comprehensive whale research 
partnership with countries interested 
in developing an agreed scientific 
approach to research — one that 
doesn’t involve killing whales,”  
he said.
A review by the IWC two years 
ago of Japan’s scientific program 
concluded that the questions they 
supposedly set out to answer, such 
as the natural mortality rate, remained 
unresolved, despite the killing of 
thousands of whales.
The new Southern Ocean Research 
Partnership held its first meeting in 
The battle for whale conservation is 
intensifying ahead of a key meeting in 
June. Nigel Williams reports.
Lethal troubleseasier and cheaper to manage but they offered no benefit in taste or 
significant savings to consumers.
In the developing world, biotech 
companies oversold GM products as a 
solution for world hunger, kept a tight 
lid on their technology and charged 
high prices. The effect was to inhibit 
research and frustrate poor farmers. 
A writer in the East African newspaper 
last month accused the biotech 
industry of both “‘poor bashing’ — we 
must accept genetic engineering to 
increase production and improve 
livelihoods of farmers and ‘green 
bashing’ — biotech is environmentally 
friendly and will help counter climate 
change.” This has won favour 
“with the misguided philanthropic 
community as well,” he added. 
Back in the developed countries, 
environmental pressure groups 
warned that pollen from engineered 
crops could contaminate conventional 
plants to produce superweeds, while 
some scientists predicted a rise in 
allergens. Public opinion in Europe 
quickly turned against the technology, 
at least for food crops.
But the backdrop is now changing 
rapidly with growing awareness of 
the threat of climate change, water 
shortages and population growth. 
Beddington warned a meeting in 
London last month that there are just 
20 years to prepare for a ‘perfect 
storm’ of climate-change-related 
impacts on food, water and energy 
supplies or risk public unrest, conflict 
and mass migration. Beddington 
told the Sustainable Development 
conference that a combination of 
climate change, a growing global 
population and changing dietary 
habits will result in a surge in demand 
for food, water and energy by 2030 
that will drive up prices and could 
lead to widespread shortages. “There 
will not be a complete collapse, but 
things will start getting really worrying 
if we don’t tackle these problems,” 
Beddington said.
Facing MPs on these issues at an 
earlier meeting he said: “GM is not 
the only answer but it may well be 
part of the answer to a number of very 
difficult problems.”
Such warnings have also appeared 
in the media. ‘As the world begins to 
starve it’s time to take GM seriously’ 
ran one headline in The Observer 
in London recently. But the appeal 
to consider future global problems 
proves difficult. The head of Britain’s Food Standards Agency said last 
month that it “would be easier to 
engage with consumers if there was 
a specific advantage to them — for 
example, GM wheat that was exactly 
the same but much cheaper”.
The emerging second generation 
of GM crops may go some way to 
begin to answer critics. Monsanto 
announced last month progress with 
its first GM drought-resistant corn 
with commercial availability expected 
by 2012. Field trials of the drought-
tolerant corn conducted last year in 
the Western Great Plains found a 6–10 
per cent yield enhancement over the 
average yield for conventional plants. 
“These crops could play a crucial 
role, both in the EU and worldwide, 
in promoting sustainable water use 
whilst increasing agricultural output,” 
said Nathalie Moll, executive director 
of EuropaBio, an association of 
European biotech companies. But 
“in the EU today, farmers don’t have 
the choice about what they grow 
because new GM crops are not being 
approved”.
Some environmental critics are still 
sceptical. They argue that better soil 
management, more organic material 
incorporated into the soil and less 
ploughing can also reduce the effects 
of drought.
But other components of the 
second generation reveal a growing 
diversity — many possible new GM 
crops are being developed locally 
in developing countries to address 
specific local problems. The state 
agricultural research organisation 
in Brazil, Embrapa, is working on 
modifications to protect black 
beans from mosaic virus, Malaysian 
researchers are working to protect 
papaya against the devastating 
ringspot disease and South Africa is 
working on developing resistance to 
the devastating maize streak virus 
in the region, among many other 
projects. But this doesn’t amount to 
a universal acceptance of GM crops. 
Embrapa is strongly recommending 
that a variety of GM rice is not allowed 
to be planted in case herbicide 
resistance passes to a major native 
weed of conventional varieties in 
Brazil.
Against these developments, the 
European position appears particularly 
closed. “I don’t think GM is either 
good or bad,” says Beddington. “If it 
can solve the problem, we need to be 
thinking about it.”
